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CHAPTER I
THE PROBLEM AND DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED
Teachers have long recognized the fact that each student is a distinct personality, different from any other in
the classroom.

Yet it is impossible for a teacher to act as

a private tutor to each pupil.

For this reason many and

varied schemes of instruction have been tired.

One such

system instituted to consider the individual is ability
grouping.

I.

THE PROBLEM

Statement of the problem.

This paper will discuss

ability grouping, particularly as applied to the English
classes of the secondary school.

Special attention will be

given to plans recognizing the student of low ability as
well as to courses especially evolved for the gifted student.

Although guidance and counseling are associated with

grouping, they will not enter into the scope of this paper
except incidentally.
Purpose of this paper.

This paper will examine ex-

isting practices of ability grouping in English classes of
the secondary schools.

The information will be used by the

writer in meeting with other staff members to work on a
curriculum revision for the Shelton Public school system.
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II.

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED

Homogeneous grouping.

The term homogeneous grouping

means the practice of uniting students in classes according
to similarities of intelligence quotient, achievement test
scores, and/or other criteria.

This term will be used in-

terchangeably with ability grouping or grouping.
Heterogeneous grouping.

The term heterogeneous group-

ing refers to the practice of uniting students in a classroom with no regard to similarities or differences.
Low ability students.

Boys and girls with an I.Q. in

the 75 to 90 range will be referred to as low ability students.
Academically talented

.Q.I.

gifted students.

Students

with an I.Q. above 110 will be referred to as academically
talented or gifted.
Secondary school.
7 through 12.

Secondary school refers to grades

CHAPTER II
HOMOGENEOUS GROUPING IN SECONDARY SCHOOLS
Grouping according to ability is neither a new concept nor a universally accepted one.

This chapter will pre-

sent a summary of current writing on ability grouping and
various practices found in some secondary schools of this
country.

I.

GENERAL EVALUATIONS OF GROUPING

Arguments in favor Qf grouping.

The arguments in

favor of grouping are as follows:
1.

An easier teaching situation and a more effective
learning situation may be created in the classroom.

2.

Teaching methods and materials may be directed to
the needs of the group.

3.

More challenge is given the able pupils.

4.

More opportunity is given for the slow to react
and interact (4:259).

5.

If grouping is not done, a teacher tends to teach
to the average, permitting the more able to become
bored and the less able, frustrated.

6.

Grouping is not unfair; there is nothing so undemocratic as "equal treatment of unequals" (14:121).

Arguments against grouping.
ments against grouping appear below:

A summation of the argu-
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1.

Grouping tends to label slow learners as such.

2.

Grouping may concentrate behavior problems in
certain classes (4:259).

3.

Grouping is labeled undemocratic; the same education is not available to all.

4.

Grouping pushes the able student too rapidly and
fails to consider whether he is developing healthy
social attitudes toward others (14:121).

Risks in~ grouping program.

After a program of

grouping has been instituted, certain risks are involved:
1.

The plan may become inflexible with no allowance
made for movement from one group to another.

2.

The school may lack adequately trained teachers
for the students of superior and those of limited
abilities.

3.

Materials and curricula may be insufficient for
effective grouping with no challenge for the top
students and no assistance for the slow learners.

4.

It may become only a labeling program.

5.

Poor procedures may be followed to determine the
placement of the students (14:121).

These arguments indicate that a program of grouping
must be of general concern to be successful.

Parents should

be aware of the plan before it is begun, administrators must
be convinced their school system is able to accommodate the
program, and teachers must strive to keep the project effective.
II.

METHODS OF GROUPING

Several methods have been used as a basis for
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determining into which group a student would fall.

Almost

every plan has included the use of the child's intelligence
quotient as measured by reliable tests.

The reading ability

of a student is an important criterion for grouping in English classes.

To quote Dr. Conant (5:26), "To my mind, to

mix in an English class boys and girls reading three years
below grade level with those reading three years above grade
level is to do everyone concerned an injustice."

Other ways

of classifying students include the results of achievement
tests, records of past school experiences, consideration of
special interests and aptitudes, and evaluation by teachers.
Varying combinations of these classifications are used by
almost all schools that practice grouping.
Woodring's study (15:164) indicates that individuals
should be grouped within a comprehensive school according to
ability in each particular subject.

He believes it would be

less harmful for the adolescent to be in a fast section for
one subject and a slower one for another, according to his
individual status, and with a heterogeneous group for recreational activities.

This same principle is upheld by Buell

(4:259), especially for the students of the junior high.
recommends heterogeneous grouping in academic areas.

He

Because

the core curriculum, including English, is often taught in
the home room, there is a basis for conflict here in scheduling students.

In schools where this conflict might occur,

the academic benefits would probably take precedence over the
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social benefits, and the students would be grouped heterogenerously only in activity classes.
Basic grouping P.l.ru:!-

Usually there are three groups

in each subject area, slow, average, and fast, designated by
various titles.

Cleveland, for example, uses an X, above

average; Y, average, and Z, below average grouping (14:122).
The basic pattern here, however, is augmented by a program
called "major work classes" offered on the elementary, junior
high, and senior high school levels.

Prospective students

must have a minimum I.Q. of 125 and must pass a psychologist's

interview before admission to such a group.

Other

areas may have special classes for boys and girls three or
four years retarded in certain subjects, as does Sandusky,
Ohio (9: 81).
The track system.

Some large cities have set up

special high schools that cater to the education of only one
type of student, such as a high school for only the gifted.
Other large cities group the high school students into entirely separate curricula.

As an example, this paper will

present a summary of the Washington, D.C., Four Track
system (14:122).
The first track, called Honors, is composed of about
7 per cent of the high school population.

It contains a

more demanding curriculum and is entirely voluntary, subject to parental approval.

Each student must have an I.Q.

7
of at least 115 and must have scored consistently high in
achievement tests.

He must be physically and emotionally

able to undertake the heavy academic load.

A typical course

would include:
Three years of math--geometry, trigonometry, calculus
Three years of science
Four years of English
Four years of foreign language.
The Regular Track is a college preparatory course,
less intensive and less difficult than Honors.

Admission

again is voluntary, and about 29 per cent of the students
enroll in this.
The General Track emphasizes business and commercial
courses as well as art and music.

Often the more capable

youngsters ask to be enrolled in this track because they intend to work directly after graduation.

Rather than stress-

ing formal grammar and analyzing literature in the English
classes of this track, time is spent in developing communication skills, learning to appreciate modern literature, and
understanding mass media.
Slow learners and the retarded, those students with
I.Q. 1 s in the range from 70 to 85, make up the Basic Track.
Remedial instruction in arithmetic and reading is often
needed.

There is an attempt made to improve achievement

scores enough to warrant a move to the General Track; however, less than 15 per cent move.

This track offers courses
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in industrial art, driving, and on-the-job training, and 20
per cent of the total school enrollment is here.
Cautions for~ grouping program.

Even such care-

fully selected groups, by the very nature of human development, can not be entirely homogeneous.

Individual differences

within the group need to be considered, and it is important
to remember there can be movement from one level to another.
If a student of low ability is placed in a slow group in
grade 7, it does not indicate he will be relegated to the
same level throughout his high school career.

Re-evaluation

takes place, usually after a reporting period (9:83).
Since grouping in itself is not a teaching method,
different practices and materials of instruction should be
used with each group.

Textbooks and other materials should

be of a reading difficulty and interest level commensurate
with the ability of students within the group.

Where this

is not done, no noticeable differences in achievement occur
between such homogeneous groups as described above and heterogeneous groups, according to several surveys reported by
Ruth Ekstrom (8:218).

On the other hand, Miss Ekstrom found

that "studies where deliberate attempts were made to adjust
the course content, materials, and methods to levels appropriate to each of the sections tend to favor homogeneous
grouping" (81 219).

CHAPTER III
CONSIDERATION OF THE LOW-ABILITY STUDENT
After students are assembled in a low ability group,
they must be taught with a procedure to suit them.

School

programs for the low-ability student have been more successful when based on a curriculum especially designed for
slow learners (1:26).

Some considerations will be given

here.

I.

QUALITIES OF A LOW-ABILITY STUDENT

Myres (12:486) has suggested a consideration of the
qualities of the students as an aid to course planning.
Paramount, California, uses this list:
1.

The student of low ability has a short attention
span. He tires easily and prefers short assignments.

2.

He must be interested to be creative; he prefers
the short and humorous.

3.

He needs step by step explanations and drill to
learn.

4.

He is usually a poor reader and not curious about
the language·.

5.

He is not interested in the "why" of things.

6.

He is not too worried about his errors.

7.

He is interested in problems that concern him now.

8.

He is not resourceful and may
he has a definite part.

like group work if
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9.

He must see examples. Abstract thinking is hard
for him. He usually sees only the surface meanings.

The secondary teacher has a need to understand the

low-ability student through any help parents, elementary
teachers, or the school psychologist can give.

II.

COURSES OF STUDY

In the Sacramento, California, secondary schools the
third level does work similar to the other levels but accomplishes it at a slower pace and with lower standards of
achievement.

There is some question as to the merits of a

plan such as this (9:81).

Sandusky, Ohio, concentrates on

work in human relations, reading improvement, oral communication, and sentence writing in the classes for the slower
students.

Although each student reads at his own level,

the teacher reads more advanced material to the class.

The

course of study of Oakland, California, recommends that the
low-ability students be taught language skills and reading
ability to help better their lives in the community and at
home.

Courtesy in conversation, neatness in writing, clarity

of enunciation, ability to follow instructions, ability to
keep records, and the ability to write accurate reports are
learnings stressed (9:84).

The attitudes developed might be

as important as the knowledge for these youngsters because
they are, in all probability, our future unskilled or semiskilled workers.
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Jewett (9:86) reports that most courses of study for
the slow learners advocate the following:

1.

Help the pupil to understand the practical value
of what he is doing.

2.

Use language the child understands.

3.

Use the inductive approach; let pupil form own
rules and principles.

4.

Make drills short and snappy.

5.

Do teaching during assignments to point up what
is to be stressed.

6.

Provide frequent reviews of skills taught.

7.

Have pupils apply newly learned skills.

8.

Praise pupils for achievement even if it is
slight.

9.

Help pupils see progress they have made.

Often the slow learners are still acquiring basic
reading skills and would benefit from small classes.

The

teacher must show faith in the students and practice patience in dealing with them.

CHAPTER IV
CONSIDERATION OF THE ACADEMICALLY TALENTED STUDENT
At the other extreme of grouping are the academically talented youngsters, those with I.Q.'s ranging from
110 upwards.

Much research related to the discovery of

this youth is presently being done.

Early recognition is

beneficial to the students, and Henry Chauncey of the Educational Testing Service believes the junior high years are
especially timely for this discovery (13:15).
I.

RESEARCH TO DISCOVER THE GIFTED CHILD

Silvy Kraus (10:402) reports that school administrators will consider a change in educational policy now because of the technological race with Russia, the failure in
the past to actually challenge the gifted student, and Dr.
Conant's recommendations.

Wide-spread grouping

may be a

method by which to progress from the present status of education in general to a higher plane.
counseling must be exercised.

Wisdom in planning and

Perhaps the acceleration and

honors programs do not constitute the answer.

Cyril Woolcock

has written in Hi~h Points (16:29) that research is seeking
to find the following:
1.

The nature of giftedness at the adolescent level.

2.

The importance of early identification of the
gifted and talented.
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3.

The importance of inner-directed teaching approaches.

4.

The relevancy of rigid and non-rigid classroom
factors.

Often the talented student is also highly individualistic.

Perhaps this indicates a minimization of teacher-

suggested activity.

The results of the discussed research

might make obsolete the homogeneous grouping thus far utilized by schools.

II.

QUALITIES OF AN ACADEMICALLY TALENTED STUDENT

Some schools use a check-list, even more involved
than the one below, to facilitate discovery of the talented.
A list of the superior student's qualities has been offered
by Myres (12:486):
1.

The superior student can profit from lecture or
the study of some problem.

2.

The superior student is creative, likes figures
of speech and his own creating.

3.

He comprehends directions readily; can get the
sub-plots in literature.

4.

He is interested in many areas of English: the
construction of a novel, semantics, usage levels,
etc.

5.

He can see similarities and differences.

6.

He is self-critical; likes worthy group discussions; does not need much drill.

7.

The superior student enjoys philosophies, points
of view, and can relate to real life.
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8.

He can use the library and likes lengthy assignments.

9.

He can understand abstractions and the use of
symbols.

Occasionally there are under-achievers to be considered
among the gifted students.

These people present a particular

problem and need a teacher with a special sympathy although
the causes of the underachievement might be beyond the range
of the instructor.

The English teacher, however, by the

nature of the subject matter, has an excellent opportunity
to reach these students and perhaps assist them in finding
motivations for their improvement (13:49).

III.

COURSES OF STUDY

Often the bright students are just "put into" a
class.

Sometimes they are reluctant to join a class re-

quiring extra effort.

The upper division of San Angelo,

Texas, reviews more rapidly the more difficult grammatical
principles.

Reading is more advanced, the study of litera-

ture as art is emphasized, and higher standards are set for
oral and written assignments.

Creativity, the memorization

of poetry, and the study of semantics are also included.
New York puts the accent on creative writing.

A survey

made by the Office of Education in 1954 and reported by Arno
Jewett (9:89) indicates courses most often offered in lieu
of more advanced English include world literature, public
speaking, modern literature, creative writing, or dramatics.
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Acceleration of learning has been tried with the
bright English student.

Grades are not skipped, but three

years' work is given during a two year period.

These stu-

dents are usually screened to be certain such action will
not be detrimental to them.

The students may be allowed to

begin college work in high school as a result of this acceleration.

It is a controversial subject, however, and argu-

ments against acceleration may be summarized as follows:
1.

Students may be immature socially, emotionally,
or physically and be unable to adjust.

2.

Pressure of work may rob them of leisure.

3.

Skipping may leave gaps in basic skills and
common information.

4.

The college requirements and standard tests
used are too influential on high school English
(13:94).

The proponents of acceleration maintain:
1.

Students should be in the grade of their intellectual and achievement levels.

2.

They may master the content at their own rate.

3.

The students may enter the graduate school or
productive careers at an earlier age.

4.

Students, parents, schools and communities could
save money this way (13: 94).

Some schools offer special progress classes beginning
in the junior high.

In these classes work assigned is more

advanced than the work of the regular grade level.

Many

schools use essentially the same program for the gifted as
for the regular college-bound pupil.

The students may be
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offered more intensive and extensive reading and a greater
number of comnositions
and oral reoorts
than the other stu"
'
dents receive.

There is some question as to whether such a

program is challenging enough (9:84).

Since the academically

talented will probably be in a position of responsibility in
adult life, he could benefit more from an intensive study of
the language he will need in his relations with others.

From

this study he could become capable of creative thinking and
accurate communication(l3:9).

In schools that offer gifted

students a choice of courses, much guidance should be exercised by teachers and trained personnel to insure the students' electing courses best suited to them.

The academic-

ally talented youngster should not be so obsessed with the
desire for A ~rades that he deliberately chooses an easier
course (6:59).

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY
Ability grouping is a system devised to allow for
individual differences among students.

Some parents and

educators find such a program objectionable because they
believe it is undemocratic to offer to some students a program not available to the entire school population.

These

critics of the plan also believe such a system will become
a labeling program only and will not accomplish what it purports to achieve.

These arguments may be answered by others

who are convinced that homogeneous grouping is beneficial
to more students than heterogeneous grouping has proven to
be.

Research seems to indicate that homogeneous grouping is

effective for all when the curriculum is modified according
to the ability of the group being instructed.
Different schools in the United States have used
various plans for dividing the students into groups and for
instructing each level.

These plans range from a grouping

within the classroom to special schools established for those
of varying capabilities.
The low-ability students present unique problems.
Because they have certain qualities setting them apart from
other students, they should be considered separately.

These
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youngsters need a special curriculum oriented to their
abilities and interests.
A different problem is brought to the schools by the
academically talented students.

These pupils, too, need

special consideration. Plans for their educations usually
can be classified as acceleration or enrichment.

Accelera-

tion takes the students rapidly through material covered by
the general students at an ordinary pace.

This gives the

accelerated time to study additional material, often on the
college level.

Enrichment courses go beyond the regular

classwork offered and may delve into separate, though relate~ areas.

In this group of gifted youngsters might be

found underachievers who need special attention.

Research

is being conducted at the present time to decide the best
possible methods the school may employ to discover and direct the talents of the gifted.
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